Bairam Blown Out                                                                     73
could not bring himself to do, and he politely told the Afghan
chief that if a person was disloyal once he could not be depended
upon to be loyal again. Sher Shah was pleased with the reply, and
spared his life. How the Khan escaped from Afghan custody is
shrouded in mystery. From brief references in various books, it
can, however, be gathered that he managed to win over his guards
through the persuasive prowess of his tongue, crossed the desert of
Sind at the risk of his life, and joined Kurnayun at Jun shortly
before the Emperor's intended departure for Qandhar.
Bairam Khan's role in Humayun's dialogue with Shah Tahraasp
of Persia was decisive. But for his diplomatic skill, it is doubtful
whether Tahinasp would have given Humayun the massive military
assistance which ultimately enabled him to conquer not only the
western sector of the empire built by Babar but Hindustan as well.
Bairam's loyalty was Humayun's biggest asset.
Akbar was aware of the crucial role the Khan had played in his
father's bid to retake Hindustan. He respected Bairam for his
integrity and devotion, but as he gained in years the natural urge
to be the master of his own destiny asserted itself. A few indiscreet
acts which Bairam happened to commit became convenient tools
in the hands of his opponents to stoke the fire of self-assertion in
the young Emperor's heart.
The murder of the loyal Tardi Beg in 1556 was perhaps the first
of Bairam's injudicious acts that irked Akbar. Though only four-
teen, he was mature enough to be alive to the iniquity of the act.
Considering discretion to be the best part of valour, the Beg,
who was then Governor of Delhi, abandoned the city without a
fight when Hemu advanced towards it from the east at the head of
a massive force, and fled to join the imperial army at Sirhind.
Bairam Khan realized that it was impossible for the Beg to hold
the city with the small force at his disposal, but he chose to use
the event as a pretext to remove from his path a dignitary whose
status and record of service were second to none. He feared that
the Beg could at any time jettison his authority. Bairam invited
Tardi Beg to his tent, received him with a show of courtesy, and
then left suddenly on the apologia of an urgent engagement. A
group of hired assassins then trooped in, and hacked the Beg to
pieces. Akbar was out hawking at the time, but when he came to
know of the gruesome killing, his expression of shock was virtually
a shriek that surprised Bairam. However, Akbar was helpless. His